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Abstract: When designing for children’s play, designers need to understand the people
and the context for which they are designing. This paper studies what designers can
learn through play when completing an internship as a child, meaning spending time
with children in their everyday lives without a predefined agenda. The data material
involves reflective letters written by former design students who participated in an
internship four years ago, as part of a Master’s course in child-centred design for play.
The analysis of the letters shows how designers learn about play, children, designers,
the method, and reflection when doing an internship as a child. The paper concludes
that an internship as a child includes all the characteristics of learning through play,
and appears as a quick and simple, yet insightful, method of understanding how to
design for children and their play experiences.
Keywords: design for play; child-centred design; design education; learning through play

1. Introduction
When designers design for children's play, is it is important that they take time to understand the children’s needs, their capabilities, their everyday lives, and their interests. When
these types of knowledge are included in the design process and the final design, it increases
the chances of ultimately creating a relevant play experience of high quality for the children.
Even though user-centred design, participatory design and design anthropology present
strong arguments for a user approach, it is still a challenge to ensure that design practitioners who design for children’s play experiences include user perspectives in their development processes. The challenge is often lack of time and a reluctance to engage with children
as a primary user group. Because of the barriers of taking on a child-centred perspective, the
child-centred design method ‘Internship as a child’ was developed as a teaching approach
for design students and design practitioners as an intuitive and quick way of achieving a better understanding of children and their everyday lives.
The method has been introduced to play design students at Design School Kolding during the
past four years. This study aims to identify what the introduction to this method has taught
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the design students in the long run, more specifically the impact four years after the introduction. Furthermore, the paper examines whether the method facilitates a way to learn
through play for the design students, and how it prepares them for the specific task of designing for children and high-quality play experiences. The paper builds upon and contributes to existing knowledge on the child-centred design method ‘Internship as a child’ by answering on the following research questions;
•

What can be learned from completing an internship as a child?

•

How can an internship as a child be seen as play?

•

How do designers learn through play when doing an internship as a child?

•

How does learning through play with children prepare designers to design for children?

The paper identifies the derived learnings from using the method. It discusses how the
method can be seen as play, and how the learnings have been achieved by learning through
play with children. The paper relates the specific learnings to the unique considerations of
designing for children to address the challenge of designing high-quality play experiences for
children. In this way, the paper becomes relevant for those who teach understanding of children and children's everyday lives through experience.

2. Background
In the last decade, there has been an increased interest in designing for children and children’s play. Back in 2011, Hendricks (2011) raised a critique of the low quality of play design
around the world. She asked whether this could be due to a lack of professional expertise, or
the fact that there is no prestige in designing for play. Do we not prioritise good design for
children, or do we simply forget to design particularly for them? Too often play designs are
based on adults’ assumptions, and not on actual knowledge. According to Hendricks, we
need to look to the basic characters of play and childhood, and take play and play design seriously in order to bring designing for play to a professional level;
“We are beginning to realise the importance of play and playful attitude toward life,
both as an intrinsic healthy human drive and as a means of developing and growing in
a complex and stressful environment. Developing through play, not just in terms of developing muscles and physical skills; but also developing in terms of spiritual, intellectual, creative, social and emotional growth. The twenty first century should be the century when it becomes acceptable to be a lifelong player – and when it is recognised
that players often enjoy a long life.” (Hendricks, 2011, s. 8).

To be able to support Hendricks' (2011) vision of higher quality in play designs, we need to
acknowledge play as an important part of children’s lives and how to design for that. Castella
(2018) points to some of the characteristics of designing for children, and why it is different
than designing for adults;
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•

Children and young people grow and develop fast, both as individuals and as groups,
and designers need to keep up.

•

Children are often much more dynamic than adults, so designers cannot expect to
design for a static user.

•

Children are continuously experimenting with things at hand, and their attention and
interests shift frequently, which the designs have to address.

•

Children can be unpredictable, and designers can never know how their design will
be used.

•

Designers can include children in their design process, but they cannot expect them
to be able to communicate in the same way as adults.

When designing for children, designers must also keep in mind that children may be the users, but they are not necessarily the consumers. Parents, teachers, and other adults are often the ones buying the designs.
Because of these special considerations and differences in designing for children compared
to adults, we need to familiarise ourselves with children and their everyday lives to be able
to successfully design for them. Pellegrini (2012) argues for the value of observing children in
their natural worlds, which can ‘help to create a verbal picture of behaviours as they unfold
in time’ (Pellegrini, 2012, s. xv). Taking an insider perspective and participating in ongoing
activities makes it possible to experience their culture, cognition, language, and behaviour,
and in that way understand the children from their point of view. In the BIIT approach by
Ackermann (2014), she encourages the designers to ‘Be In It Together’, to gain an inside-out
perspective, for the designer to experience and understand the context they are designing
for. These types of approaches are very close to the practice of design anthropology, which
takes its starting point in the everyday lives of people as a lab for open-ended exploration
(Smith, 2016).
Inspired by these theories, the method ‘Internship as a child’ was developed as a part of the
child-centred design approach (Feder, 2020). The purpose of the method is for designers to
experience the everyday lives of children through their eyes. The approach recognises children as the true experts on being children. The method has been implemented in several
courses in the Design for Play MA programme at Design School Kolding for design students
and professional designers both (Child-centred design, 2021). The method is characterised
by the absence of planning and preparing in advance. Instead it emphasises the value of just
being present and playing with the children on their terms to acquire a better understanding
of how children experience their daily lives.
Diving into the everyday lives of children in this way requires a sense of curiosity and exploration on the part of the designer. Brown (2010) presents eight play personality types, one
of which is categorized as ‘The Explorer’; “Each of us started out our lives by exploring the
world around us. Some people never lose their enthusiasm for it. Exploration becomes their
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preferred avenue into the alternative universe of play – their way of remaining creative and
provoking the imagination” (Brown, 2010, s. 67). Assuming the role of ‘The Explorer’ and
thus having a playful and explorative approach is an important part of the ‘Internship as a
child’ methodology. It includes a sense of pretend play, meaning pretend play as a way to
use an object or an action in a nonliteral way; ‘The object or action does not mean what it
usually means, e.g. a chair ‘becomes’ a bus’ (Smith P. K., 2005). During an internship as a
child, the designer takes on an imaginative or make-believe role as an ‘intern’, who engages
in the daily lives of children to (re)learn how it is to be a child. Lillard (1993) claims that this
kind of pretence includes five defining features; (1) a pretender, (2) a reality, and (3) a mental representation that is (4) projected onto reality with (5) awareness (Lillard, 1993, s. 349).
The one doing the pretend play needs to be aware of the imagined reality, in the same way
the designers do, when they take on the role as an ‘intern’ in the ‘internship’.
When framing the method as play, it becomes interesting to look at how the method facilitates learning through play. According to research (Zosh, et al., 2017), learning through play
happens through five characteristics of the experience; the joyful, the actively engaging, the
meaningful, the iterative, and the socially interactive experiences. Joy is the positive emotion that includes surprises, insights, and successes and is linked to interests and motivation.
Meaningful is a way to make sense of the experience by connecting it to something already
known, or linking the concept of something with a representation in real life to get a better
understanding of the world around us. Actively engaging in something with your mind and
body in a less structured environment leads to more exploration and supports a deeper,
conceptual understanding. Play is a safe way to experiment through iterative investigations.
It can be done through pretend play as a playful activity, leading to the realisation of things
in reality and strengthening the ability to take alternative perspectives, do flexible thinking
and be creative. Interacting socially through play involves building a deeper understanding
and more powerful relationships in which social partners and social information even may
be the key to learning (Zosh, et al., 2017).
The question is whether, and if so, what, designers can learn through play with children,
when doing an internship as a child, and how the method can be valuable for designers to
achieve a better understanding of children and their everyday lives?

3. Method
In the last four years, Design School Kolding has been teaching play design students and professional designers how to work with a child-centred design approach (Child-centred design,
2021). This includes an introduction to the child-centred design method ‘Internship as a
child’ (Feder, 2020), where the designers spend time with children in their daily lives.
The study for this paper builds upon an introduction for play design students in 2017, where
they spent three afternoons together with 14 eight-year-old children in the children's afterschool setting. The details on the study can be found in the PhD dissertation Exploring a
Child-Centred Design Approach – from Tools and Methods to Approach and Mindset (Feder,
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2020). Years later, 8 of the 16 design students who were introduced to the ‘Internship as a
child’ method in 2017 were asked to submit their reflections about their experiences with
the children. In an imaginary letter to the children they visited, they shared their reflections
about what they did together with the children, how it was to be an intern, and what they
learned from it, and finally how the internship has influenced them as play designers (see Error! Reference source not found.).
The use of reflection as a method for generating data is based on ‘reflection-on-action’ by
Schön (1983). Writing the reflective letters became a way for the play designers to recall
previous experiences to understand them in a meaningful way and shed some light on how
they experienced the internship and what they learned from it. The letters have been analysed qualitatively (Robson, 2015) by looking for indications of what the designers learned
from their experience and how the internship supported this. The findings have been used
deductively in a discussion, incorporating existing theory on play and learning through play.

Figure 1 Example of a reflective letter written by a designer four years after the internship
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4. Results
The results of the analysis of the reflective letters written by the design students can be
summed up in five points, involving what the design students learned from the experience
about play, about children, about designers, about the method, and about reflection.

4.1 What they learned about play
The design students pointed to the fact that spending time with children reminded them
about the joy of playing, and how they often forget to do so in their adult lives; “I’m someone who is still naturally playful, but the adult world can make you forget about that, and
you get lost in the daily routine. Don’t ever stop playing!”. They were fascinated by how play
was everywhere and not just in something that was specifically designed to play with. It was
not just the toys or the playground that were used for play. Every location and everything
they came across became part of their play experience (See Error! Reference source not
found.). By playing together they got to know the children, and they reflected on how that
could be used in general to get to know other people through play. In this way, the students
realised how play is a language for the children, and how that supports the students’ experiences of the children's everyday lives.
“I remember how simple, yet so engaging your games were. A line on the floor became
the start for a race, some improvised music was great for a “dance and stop” game. No
need for special playgrounds and equipment, creativity is enough”- Cinzia, Play Designer

Figure 2 Designers playing with children during their internship as a child
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4.2 What they learned about children
The internship opened the designers’ eyes to the ‘magical’ world of children as they put it
(see Error! Reference source not found.). They became more aware of the children and
their capacities, which helped them to get a better understanding of the children and their
everyday lives, like how they played all the time, no matter what they were doing. They
were surprised how well the children took charge and were leading the way in the internship, and how that could help the designer; “Letting you [the children] take charge was the
best way of really getting to know you”. The children exceeded the designers’ expectations,
which generated new perspectives and opportunities for the designers in the engaging collaboration; “It’s much better to fully commit and become a part of the gang for a moment”.
The designers had fun being together with the children and they wrote warmly about them
in their letters.
“You were so good at ignoring our initial request for building this thing, that we quickly
left it behind and went into your much more interesting stories and ideas. We ended
up making this AMAZING party scene, which included a bunch of things you both liked.
It had a disco ball, an ice cream machine, your pets in the dance floor and of course it
was Justin Bieber singing because you were both crushing on him. That conversation
led to you guys teasing each other about the boys you liked at school, and you let us in
on your secrets. We felt super cool that we got to play with you girls and hear all these
funny stories and wild wishes you had for our creation. [ ] What we learned was that
we don’t have to overwhelm you with our boring questions and demands for you. We
simply have to play along. I still keep this in mind today, to not have a set expectation
of what I need and to stay open to the exploration.” - Keila, Play Designer

Figure 3 Designers learn about children and children's interests
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4.3 What they learned about designers
The designers were inspired by the children in general, and specifically they motivated them
to be more open-minded, curious, and daring. They experienced things together with the
children that they had not expected, and which they may have missed out on if their minds
has been more fixated on achieving a specific outcome. The spontaneity and honesty of the
children teased the designers’ curiosity and made them interested to know even more about
the children (See Error! Reference source not found.). The children's daring way of playing,
including places they were not allowed to be, challenged the designers but also dared them
to not always follow the rules; “They were rough but dynamic and adventurous, including
the fact that the play performance was done in a room where we were not allowed to enter.
Haha!”. The designers were impressed by how the children were able to imagine things,
build upon each other’s ideas and how they collaborated without any judgement.
“I tried to only listen and observe, which showed me children’s vivid imagination and
no fear of being judged. That’s weird right? Being scared of someone thinking less of
you, if you think up magical places and beings. Not being afraid is really important to
me and in my line of work, because I often have to imagine what could be.” - Neza,
Play Designer

Figure 4 Designers learn about themselves as designers – to be more curious and open-minded
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4.4 What they learned about the method
The format of the internship as a child created an opportunity for the designers to spend
time together with the children without any predefined agenda. It forced their attention towards the importance of the user and of learning from those with experiential knowledge
within their specific context (See Error! Reference source not found.). They saw the internship as a simple and easy way to immerse themselves in the lives of children without any
preparation – and exactly because of that openness, they were offered a more honest and
insightful experience of the children's daily lives; “It’s a great tool, to just quickly get out
there and learn something about someone. I like that it doesn’t need that much preparation.
In that way it’s a very intuitive tool”. They were surprised by how play helped them to get on
the same level as the children and how much it is about just being present, without having a
fixed plan.
“One thing that stuck in my mind, and I still have very present in my practice, was the
importance of being on the same level, both physically, mentally and in terms of hierarchy. During the ‘internship as a child’, the only condition – and, in my opinion, its
greatest strength – was to put ourselves at the same level as you. We were the intruders so, if we wanted to be invited to play along, we had to follow your flow. No
(pre)conditions or judgement. No serious adult implements. Just play. By positioning
ourselves on your level, you opened up and shared your imagination, cherished stories, thoughtful reflections and deep wishes. To access that magic world of knowledge,
we had to enter a world humbly, being aware of the fact we had no expertise about it
any longer and willing to be guided around in it by you, the experts. [ ] The play experience we shared comes regularly to my mind as a great reminder of the power of situating myself at the expert’s level. Immersing in a world guided by those who hold the
experiential knowledge that I lack to create meaningful and relevant solutions WITH
THEM instead of imposing what I can imagine is best FOR THEM. Doing it from their
world, using their language, their input and their vision. It’s the only way to generate
solutions they can feel as ‘theirs’.’ - Maria, Play Designer

Figure 5 Designers learn about the method and the openness of it
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4.5 What they learned about reflection
The time set aside for reflection after each session with the children created a frame for the
design students to think about what they had experienced and what it meant for them. The
way of doing quick reflections on small reflection cards right after their internship made the
design students aware of new things they had not noticed before (See Error! Reference
source not found.). Some had used the reflective method after the course and were planning on using it again in other situations and described it as a kind of fast prototyping.
“Right after [the session] I was writing a bunch of reflection cards, and I was surprised
how much I could write down after all, on an experience that, in principle, wasn’t that
different from other situations where I have been at eyelevel with children. But I had
probably allowed myself to pay attention to specific things during the session, just because I was now an intern. I have actually used the internship format and the method
of writing reflections afterwards as well; In my former position I was an interning as a
janitor for three days, and I was drawing and writing as a part of the observations. And
in my new position, I also expect it to be a great tool. In that way, the tool becomes a
kind of research version of ‘quick prototyping’.” – Nanna, Play Designer

Figure 6 Designers learn how to reflect on their design practice
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5. Discussion
In overall, the results revealed what designers learn from completing an internship as a
child; about play, about children, about designers, about the method, and about reflection.
The next paragraphs discuss how these learnings relates to the existing theories on the features of pretend play, the characteristics on learning though play and the differences in designing for children.

Using pretend play to get into children's everyday lives
To understand how the playful approach supports the designer’s learning in the internship,
the defining features for pretend play by Lillard (Lillard, 1993) are matched with the example
of the internship in Table 1.
Table 1 Relating the features of pretend play with the internship as a child
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Defining features
for pretend play
(Lillard, 1993)

A pretender

A reality

A mental
representation

Projected
onto reality

With awareness

Internship as a
child

The designer
in the course

The designer

An intern

The designer
as an intern

The internship format

In the example of pretend play in the internship as a child (see bottom row in Table 1), the
designer becomes the one that does the pretending (1) by being the reality of a designer (2),
and in the combination with the mental representation of an intern (3), gets projected onto
the reality of the designer (4), but with an awareness, as a part of the internship format (5).
Both the designer and the child know that the designer is not an intern but buy in on the
idea of the pretend play where the designer pretends to be an intern during the session. In
this way several layers of play emerge; since the children’s play is for real but the designer
pretends to play an intern, and what they do together becomes a shared reality of play. According to Table 1, the internship as a child uses play as an integrated part of the method for
designers to get into children’s everyday lives.

Learning through play with children
According to Zosh (2017), learning through play happens when the activity can be characterised as joyful, meaningful, engaging, iterative and involving social interaction. These characteristics have been identified in the data from the designer’s reflective letters, as visualised
in Table 2.
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Table 2

Identified characteristics of learning through play in the internship as a child

Characteristics of
Learning through
Play (Zosh, et al.,
2017)

Play

Children

Designers

Method

Reflection

Joyful

Reminds
them about
the joy of
playing

Had fun being
with children
in their 'magical' world

Teased the
designer’s
curiosity

A very intuitive
tool

Things they
had not noticed before

Actively engaging

Engaged in
Fully commit
play with the and be part of
children
the gang

Not always
following
the rules

A way to go
Doing quick
into the lives of reflections
children

Meaningful

Get to know
the children
through play

Became
Experienced A more honest Think about
aware of the things they and insightful
what they
children’s ca- had not exexperience
have experipacities
pected
enced

Iterative

Constantly
playing in different ways

Different
ways of collaborating

Interested
in knowing
more about
the children

To just quickly
get out there
and learn

A kind of
fast prototyping

Socially interactive

Play as a language

Letting the
children take
charge

Inspired by Spend time tothe children gether without
an agenda

Created a
frame

As presented in Table 2, the internship as a child has been a joyful experience, and it reminds the designers of the joy of playing and how much fun it can be to spend time with
children in their daily lives. The internship is seen as an intuitive tool that teases the designers’ curiosity and makes them notice things they have not been aware of before. The ‘Internship as a child’ method is actively and directly engaging the designers in play activities with
children. The designers fully commit to being a part of what the children do, including not
always following the rules made by adults. It becomes a way to engage in the everyday lives
of children. The ‘Internship as a child’ is a meaningful way for the designers to get to know
the children through play in a more honest an insightful way. They experience things they
did not expect, and they become aware of children’s capacities through reflection. The designers play and collaborate in iterative ways with the children, which get them interested in
getting to know even more about the children. It becomes a way to quickly go out into the
real world to learn, as a fast way of prototyping knowledge. The internship as a child creates
a frame for the designers to spend time together with the children in a socially interactive
way without an agenda, and with the children in charge. It makes the designers aware of
play as a language and how they can be inspired by children in several ways. According to
Table 2, designers learn trough play with children when doing an internship as a child.
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Designing specifically for children
Since there is a difference between designing for children and designing for adults (Castella,
2018), Table 3 presents how the experiences in the internship as a child relate to the differences.
Table 3 Relating differences in designing for children with the ‘Internship as a child’ method
Changing
Differences
Children and
in designing
young people
for children
grow and de(Castella,
velop fast and
2018)
the designers are
required to keep
up with the
changes
Internship
as a child

Designers have
to get out there
to understand

Dynamic

Unpredictable

Children are of- Children can be
ten much more unpredictable,
dynamic than
and designers
adults, so dedo not know
signers cannot how their deexpect to designs will be
sign for a static
used
user
Children constantly play

They are not
following the
rules

Experimenting

Communication

Children are Children can be
continuously included in the
experimenting design process,
with things and but designers
their attention cannot expect
and interests
to be able to
shift frequently communicate
the way they
do with adults
They do many Play as the childifferent things dren’s language

The experiences, the reflections and the learnings from completing the internship as a child
reflect Castella’s observations on the differences between designing for children and adults.
Children and childhood changes so fast that the designers need to go out into the everyday
lives of children to be able to understand them here and how, like they do in the internship
as a child (see Table 3). Children are dynamic and constantly playing, and that is what designers have to design for. Children are unpredictable, they are not just following the rules
and the designers do not know how they will use their design, which they have to keep in
mind when they are designing for them. Children like to experiment and be creative with different things, which the design should support. Children do not always communicate in the
same way as adults, but play can be a way for the designers to communicate with them in
the design process. What the designers learned about children in the internship as a child,
can help them address the differences in designing for children, according to Table 3, and
lead to more high-quality play experiences.

6. Conclusion
Analysing the designers’ reflective letters, it becomes noticeable how they still remember
what they experienced, how the children influenced them, and how much they are aware of
what they have learned through their internships. As the analysis and discussion mention,
the reason for that can be found in the playful way of being with children in the internship as
a child, which as a method facilitates the opportunity for the designers to learn through play.
The involved pretend play made the presence with children more equal, and the reflections
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made the designers more aware of what they learned during their internships. The internship as a child made it possible for the designers to get a more honest and direct understanding of the children and their context.
The study shows that designers are learning through play with children when doing an internship as a child; specifically they learn about play and playfulness, children and their interests, what designers can learn from child designers, the relevancy of the method and the
value of reflection. The internship provides the designers with a better understanding of
children and their everyday lives and prepares them for the challenges of designing for children and for designing better play experiences for children.
What could be included in future research within this area is an increased attention to how
this method impacts the involved children. Using reflection letters from the children could
contribute to a more balanced understanding of how this way of working potentially benefits both parties. Another focus for future research, made relevant by the Covid-19 lockdown, could include an updated version of the method transformed into a socially distant
model, with the potential of reaching children living far away from the one who designs for
them.
Acknowledgements: When I asked my former play design students whether they would
be willing to write a reflective letter and send it back to me as a part of this study, one of
the play designers replied; “You send us homework 4 years later, hahaha, only you know
how to do that”. I am so happy that they took the time to do the ‘homework’ anyway,
by writing me back and contributing to a better understanding of the potential of the
child-centred design method; ‘Internship as a child’.
I appreciate the engagement of all children involved in the internship 4 years ago, who
invited the play design students into their daily lives, playing with them and showing
them how it is to be a child – they are the real experts!
Finally, I hereby forward a direct message from one of the play designers to the children;
“Being able to see how powerful, thoughtful and magical your world is was a privilege I
will always remember. Thanks for letting us in.”
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